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The study examined children’s perceptions regarding their daily school activities. A total of 33 children aged 11 and 12 
with different levels of self-concept were interviewed. The results showed that children’s contentment regarding different 
school activities was based on fun, enjoyment and satisfaction of their curiosity. Results also showed that children with a 
high level of total self-concept experienced higher levels of contentment in some of their school subjects, significantly 
higher in two particularly demanding subjects – mathematics and project - than their counterparts with a low level of total 
self-concept. Children with a high physical ability self-concept appeared to enjoy physical education and sports more than 
the other children. 
 
In addition, the children appeared to judge the level of importance of school subjects according to their educational, health 
or pragmatic value, both present and future. They were well aware of the educational value of schooling. However, the 
level of importance was reduced greatly in some children's eyes when the subjects carried little or not enough fun and 
enjoyment, particularly children with very low self-concept scores.  This group appeared to be influenced by the intrinsic 
reward of the subjects rather than external benefits.  
 
 
Introduction 
 
Self-concept has been defined as "a person's perception of him or herself. These perceptions are 
formed through experience with, and interpretations of, one's environment. They are influenced 
especially by evaluations by significant others, reinforcements, and attribution for one's own 
behaviour" (Marsh, & Shavelson, 1985, p.107).  
Self-concept in relation to children’s school achievement has been the focus of many researchers over the 
past few decades. There appears to be a moderately strong concurrent relationship between students’ academic 
achievement and self-concept (Hamachek, 1995). Since self-concept was identified as a multidimensional 
structure and can be measured in a similar manner, research has demonstrated a stronger connection between 
students’ academic self-concept and their achievement (Valentine, DuBois & Cooper, 2004).  This relationship 
has been described as interactive and reciprocal. Achievement at school tends to improve students’ self-concept 
(Hamachek, 1995). Students who perceive themselves to be more effective and more able will accomplish more 
(Marsh, Ulrich, Oliver, Olaf & Jurgen, 2005). According to Hamachek, (1995) students who have positive self-
concepts are more likely to establish realistic, achievable goals, tend to be task-persistent, take school work more 
seriously, are able to work more independently, have a higher degree of curiosity, prefer challenging work and 
have had few school failures than their low self-concept counterparts.   
Research has further demonstrated that self-concept, motivation and academic achievement are closely 
related. Harter’s research (1978, 1981, 1986) revealed that children’s perceptions of self-worth influence 
motivation. The children with more positive self-worth were happier and more motivated. Students’ self-concept 
of their academic ability was the single most significant predictor of subsequent school withdrawal (House, 
1993). Intrinsic motivation has a significant positive correlation with academic self-concept. The presence of 
motivation, especially intrinsic motivation, is important in determining school performance (Zanobini & Usai, 
2002). Students who have higher self-concept are more intrinsically motivated. They are less likely to require 
extrinsic motivators to become academically competent (Hamachek, 1995). It would appear there is considerable 
difference between children with high self-concept and children with low self-concept in terms of their 
motivation and academic achievement at school. 
 
 
A substantial number of studies have been conducted in this area and most have utilized a quantitative 
approach. Quantitative studies are based on a positivist paradigm. The purpose of quantitative research is “to 
seek and to explain the cause of changes in social facts through objective measurement and quantitative 
analysis”. The research approaches employed by quantitative researchers are “experimental or correlational 
designs to reduce error bias and other noise that keeps one from clearly perceiving social facts” (Fireston, 1987, 
pp. 16-17).  
However, some researchers believe scientific “positivist” education research only grasps the outer 
observable features, whereas it is the inner dimensions which account for action and need to be made accessible 
(Lakomski, 1992).  
 
The knowledge of human beings is not to be had by use of methods appropriate to the study of the 
natural world. Humans as social beings are characterised by having intentions, beliefs, and motives, 
and by being able to give reasons for their actions. Thus the relevant causal factors for explaining 
human actions - in education as else-where - are “inner”, non-observable phenomena that require 
their own methods to “get at” what is hidden from view (Lakomski, 1992, p.198).  
 
Many qualitative researchers believed that the meanings of actions, the uniqueness of events and the 
individuality of persons must be obtained (Walker & Evers, 1988). There have been important epistemological 
changes in research methodology. A diversity of research methods was advocated - then unity is sought (Evers & 
Lakomski, 1991). Many educational studies have employed both objective-quantitative and interpretive-
qualitative methods. Most of the investigations in educational research with both objective-quantitative and 
interpretive-qualitative methods evolved to be more fruitful of insights, understanding, predictive power and 
control, resulting in improvements in teaching (Gage, 1989). 
Compared to the development of research methodology in education, it is apparent that there has been a 
paucity of research regarding children’s self-concept and their schooling utilizing both quantitative and 
qualitative approaches. A combined approach would enable researchers to discover not only the cause of 
changes through objective measurement and quantitative analysis to reduce error bias but also the inner 
dimensions of the hidden meanings   
The current study was designed to combine both quantitative and qualitative approaches to investigate the 
perceptions of children towards their school activities. The research utilized a quantitative approach to measure 
children’s self-concept and carefully selected groups of children with high and low levels of total, academic and 
physical ability self-concepts. Qualitative interviews were then conducted to enable an in-depth understanding of 
the children’s reasons for their perceptions, their happiness and notion of importance.  
 
Method 
 
Participants 
 
Thirty-three primary school children in grade five at five different schools in a provincial city in Victoria, 
Australia were interviewed. There were 16 male and 17 female pupils involved aged between 11 and 12 years. 
The interviewees were selected on the basis of the results of a self-concept survey which involved 1,499 
children from grades 2 to 6 at 12 primary schools in the provincial city. Fifteen interviewees had high self-
concept scores ranging between 33.83 and 39.46, well above the 30.01 mean with an average score of 36.79. 
Three children scored slightly above the mean score with an average score of 30.79. These three children were 
categorized into the high total self-concept children’s group. All the above 18 children also had higher level of 
academic self-concept ranging from 33.33 to 39.67. The remaining 15 children were chosen from the low total 
self-concept group scores ranging between 16.75 and 28.71 with an average score of 22.14. Thirteen of these 
children also had a lower level of academic self-concept scored between 11.00 and 27.67. The other two children 
with low total self-concept had academic self-concept scores of 31.67 and 29.00 respectively, slightly above the 
mean, 28.98.   
The selection of samples also considered the children's physical ability self-concept and gender. The 
number of children in each criterion selected is shown in Table 1. A similar number of high and low total, 
 
 
academic and physical ability self-concept interviewees from each school were also taken into account in the 
selection of interviewees. 
 
Table 1. The Criteria of Selection and Number of Interviewees Involved in Each Criterion. 
Male      
16 
Female      
17 
High total SC 
8 
Low total SC  
8  
High total SC 
10 
Low total SC 
7 
High academic SC 
8 
Low academic SC 
8 
High academic SC 
12 
Low academic SC 
5 
High total & 
high physical 
ability SC 
5 
High total & 
low physical 
ability SC 
3 
Low total & 
high physical 
ability SC 
4 
Low total & 
low physical 
ability SC 
4 
High total & 
high physical 
ability SC 
5 
High total & 
low physical 
ability SC 
5 
Low total & 
high physical 
ability SC 
2 
Low total & 
low physical 
ability SC 
5 
 
Measures 
 
Self-Concept 
The Self Description Questionnaire I (SDQI) (Marsh, 1990) was utilised in the survey which provided the 
basis for selection of the interviewees.  
The Self Description Questionnaire I was designed to test the self-concept of grades two to six students in 
multidimensional areas, including physical, social, emotional and academic self-concepts. This questionnaire 
was based on Shavelson's multifaceted, hierarchical model of self-concept and has been employed with over 
4,000 pupils (grades 2 to 6) from different nationalities and from metropolitan and country areas. The internal 
consistency reliability estimates for the various scales and total scores are all between 0.82 and 0.92. After 
evaluating over 100 instruments in self-esteem/self-concept assessment Byren (1996) considered that the SDQ I 
was the most validated self-concept measure available for use with preadolescent children. She stated: “For more 
than a decade, it has been the target of a well-planned research strategy to firmly establish its construct validity, 
as well as its other psychometric properties.” (Byren, 1996, p. 117) 
 
Interviews 
A series of structured role playing and simulation questions were utilized during the interviews.   
 
Procedure 
 
At the beginning of each interview children were asked to describe a typical school day's activities. 
Children then were asked to describe or express their opinions concerning different activities utilizing pre-
designed pictures reflecting the levels of children’s happiness and their perception of importance. The children 
were asked the reasons for their selections. The interview procedure followed a sequence of structured pictures 
(Please refer to Appendix 1. Structured role playing interview regarding the levels of happiness and importance 
in a child’s typical day). All interviews were conducted in a similar manner. Each interview in this section lasted 
approximately 15 minutes and was recorded on a mini cassette recorder.  
 
Analysis 
 
The children’s feelings towards participation in their different school activities were indicated as being one 
of five: very happy, happy, average, not very happy and unhappy. The average score of each activity was 
calculated based on the theory of Fuzzy Mathematics, transferring qualitative data into quantitative data (He, 
1983) "very happy" scoring 10, "happy" 7.5, "average" 5, "not very happy" 2.5 and "unhappy" 0. The average 
scores regarding different school activities from different levels of self-concept children were compared. The 
Mann-Whitney U tests for two independent samples were also applied wherever appropriate. The children’s 
explanations regarding their feelings, perceptions and reasons were coded and analysed.  
 
 
 
 
Results 
 
1. Children’s Reflections on Their Level of Contentment During Involvement in School 
  
Figure 1 and table 2 show children’s contentment levels towards different school activities.  It would appear 
that the happiest time for children at school is recess time, scoring an average 9.39 in the 10 point scale, 
followed by physical education and sports (8.91), art (8.84), music (7.86), reading (7.79) and library (7.32). 
Children’s contentment levels are much lower towards school subjects such as project (6.56), language (6.17) 
and mathematics (5.45). The subject the children felt most unhappy about was religion (4.22).   
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Figure 1. Children's contentment level with school activities. 
 
    
Table 2. Children's Contentment Level with School Activities. 
Activity Math Language Reading Project Library Art Music PE Recess RE 
Very Happy 
(10) 
7 
21.2% 
2 
6.3% 
9 
34.6% 
4 
16.7% 
7 
25.0% 
17 
60.7% 
6 
42.9% 
20 
62.5% 
25 
75.8% 
0 
 
Happy  
(7.5) 
4 
12.1% 
16 
50.0% 
13 
50.0% 
11 
45.8% 
16 
57.1% 
9 
32.1% 
4 
28.6% 
10 
31.3% 
8 
24.2% 
4 
25.0% 
Average  
(5) 
13 
39.4% 
10 
31.3% 
2 
7.7% 
6 
25.0% 
2 
7.1% 
2 
7.1% 
4 
28.6% 
2 
6.3% 
0 5 
41.3% 
Not very 
happy (2.5) 
6 
18.2% 
3 
9.4% 
2 
7.7% 
2 
8.3% 
2 
7.1% 
0 0 0 0 5 
31.3% 
Unhappy  
(0) 
3 
9.1% 
1 
3.1% 
0 1 
4.2% 
1 
3.6% 
0 0 0 0 2 
12.5% 
N 33 32 26 24 28 28 14 32 33 16 
M 5.46 6.17 7.79 6.56 7.32 8.84 7.86 8.91 9.39 4.22 
 
The reasons children thought recess to be their happiest time at school were mainly fun, enjoyment, 
freedom and opportunity to socialize with friends. Some children articulated that “you get to play games with 
your friends” or “it is free time, you can do whatever you like”. Others described their reason as “no work, just 
play” or “because I like to sit around and talk to my friends”  
Interestingly, physical education and sports scored the second highest in children’s happiness scale. When 
children were asked why they felt "happy" or what made them feel "happy" while they were doing physical 
education and sports, 63.3% of the children gave as their reason simply enjoyment "because I like it" or "I love 
it". Three children placed more emphasis on being active "I like running around and playing sports", "I like 
doing sports and being active." One boy singled out the pleasure of the team element "I like team sport."  20% of 
the children valued the fun aspect. One child replied "because sports is my favourite thing and it's fun". Two 
girls expressed feeling happy because it satisfied their curiosity and they were learning: "Because we get to learn 
the stuff about the sports that we choose." "We learn different things every three weeks." Another girl was not so 
 
 
clear about her reason for contentment: "It's hard to explain, but I just like getting busy and doing something", 
"you are not sitting around doing nothing. It keeps you busy, keeps you occupied." One girl claimed her own 
reason to be different from that of other children: "I feel happy because even though I am not very good at sports 
I still get a lot of support from friends." These descriptions suggest the intrinsic rewards of fun, enjoyment and 
curiosity emanating from their involvement in school physical education and sports are fundamental reasons for 
children's contentment. 
When this intrinsic reward was not very apparent, the level of contentment was reduced. One girl found that 
"Some games are boring, some aren't," therefore, she did not consider playing games to be something she could 
classify as making her "very happy". Distinguishing his sentiments more precisely one boy explained: "when 
your team plays a really good game, you are 'happy'", “but when your team does not play a good game you are 
‘not happy’". The level of children’s skills and abilities appeared to influence their involvement in, and 
enjoyment of their school physical education and sport programs. One girl felt "average" about physical 
education and gave as her reason "because I am not very good at sports".  
Most children felt "very happy" or "happy" when involved in art, music, reading and library. The reasons 
given were fun and enjoyment. Art was described as "fun", their favourite school subject, something they 
enjoyed. Comments included, for example, "I like painting and drawing and making stuff", "You get to make 
cars and masks and that", "We just get to make really funny things like those masks, sometimes we even get to 
put this plaster over our faces and we have to pull them off and paint."  Similarly music, "I really like music 
playing drums.  I enjoy it." "I like singing". In terms of reading, children appeared to enjoy the “reading of 
exciting stories” and enjoy the unpredictable endings “I like the surprises in the stories. Sometimes you don’t 
really know what will happen”. As for the library the reasons given for satisfaction comprised "Because I like 
getting books and borrowing them out and I like the work we are doing in the library." "We get to borrow books 
and do sheets about library" or as some perceived it "easy work compared with other school work." One boy felt 
"very happy" working in the library "because the teacher gives us easy work and we just do what we want."  
Such perceptions did not differ between children with different levels of self-concept. 
However, doing certain school subjects, such as project, language and mathematics, appeared to influence 
the level of contentment experienced by children, especially those children with a lower total self-concept (Refer 
to Table 3) and lower academic self-concept (Refer to Table 4). Approximately 47% of children with low total 
self-concept and 46% of children with low academic self-concept felt "not very happy" or "unhappy" doing 
mathematics. Only three children (20%) felt "very happy" and "happy", two of whom were good in mathematics 
as described by themselves and also had a high self-concept in mathematics. The remaining 33.3% of the 
children expressed their feeling as "average". The main reasons given for "not very happy" or "unhappy" were 
"It's too hard", "it's boring" or generally that they did not like the subject.  
Of the high total self-concept children who also had high academic self-concept, only two (11.1%) felt "not 
very happy" with mathematics and because "it's not fun and not very interesting”, 44.4% "average", 44.4% felt 
"very happy" or "happy". The average score on the contentment scale for the children with high total and 
academic self-concepts were significantly higher than that of their low counterparts (Refer to Tables 3 and 4). It 
should be noted, however, that these levels were lower than the levels of contentment for physical education, art, 
music, reading and library. One boy with a high total and academic self-concept perceived mathematics as 
"Some of it is interesting", "It's interesting and you learn different things everyday."  One girl felt "very happy" 
"because I really like mathematics, even though sometimes it is really hard. I am still trying". Some of the high 
self-concept children who felt "average" in mathematics found it rather difficult: "I don't really like mathematics 
because he (the teacher) gives us too hard things and as soon as he gives us the hard things then you get easy 
ones that's happy", or "I am not really good at some of the sums that the teacher puts up."  
In language, children also had a lower level of contentment (Refer to Tables 3 and 4), especially the 
children with low total and academic self-concepts. 26.7% of the children with a low total self-concept felt "not 
very happy" or "unhappy" when learning language, another 26.7% "average", with 46.7% "happy" or "very 
happy". The average score was 5.50.  Their high total self-concept counterparts were 66.7% "happy" or "very 
happy" and 33.3% "average", scoring 6.77. The reasons given were similar to those in mathematics.  
In project involvement, a similar lower level of contentment appeared. However, children with low total and 
academic self-concepts scored significantly lower than their high counterparts. Of the children with low total 
self-concept, 20% felt "not very happy" or "unhappy" when doing projects, 40% of them "average", and the 
other 40% were "happy". The average score was 5.25 (Refer to Table 3).  The high total self-concept children of 
 
 
whom only 7.1% “not very happy”, 14.3% "average", 50% "happy", and 28.6% were "very happy", scored 7.50, 
significantly higher than their low counterparts. A similar pattern occurred for the high and low levels of 
academic self-concept children (Refer to Table 4) as their high or low academic self-concept coincided and 
greatly contributed to their total self-concept. The reasons given were similar to those in mathematics. It is 
evident that children who had a higher academic and total self-concept experienced higher levels of contentment 
in their mathematics and project work.  In other academic areas such as language and library the children with 
high total and academic self-concepts had a higher score of contentment, though not significantly. However, for 
the activities of reading, arts, physical education and recess, the contentment levels between the children with 
high and low total and academic self-concepts overlapped. It indicates that these activities have generated in all 
children equal contentment regardless of their total and academic self-concept levels.     
 
Table 3.  Children with High and Low Total Self-Concept and Their Contentment Level with School Activities. 
Activity Math Language Reading Project Library Art Music PE Recess RE 
H Total SC 
M 
SD 
 
6.67 
2.71 
 
6.77 
1.47 
 
7.86 
2.37 
 
7.50 
2.19 
 
8.00 
1.94 
 
8.75 
1.63 
 
8.57 
1.97 
 
9.27 
1.17 
 
9.31 
1.15 
 
4.75 
2.49 
L Total SC 
M 
SD 
 
4.00 
2.96 
 
5.50 
2.71 
 
7.71 
1.98 
 
5.25 
2.49 
 
6.64 
2.80 
 
8.93 
1.62 
 
7.14 
2.25 
 
8.50 
1.84 
 
9.50 
1.03 
 
3.33 
2.58 
Z 2.41* 1.36 0.37 2.21* 1.62 0.35 1.23 1.20. 0.51 1.13 
Note 1. "H Total SC" represents the high total self-concept group of children; "L Total SC" represents the Low total self-
concept group of children.  
*p <  .05.   **p <  .01. 
 
Note 2.  In this study, when the data distribution of two samples was skewed, the Mann-Whitney U test was utilised. Z 
represents the result of this test. The sample means and standard deviations are shown in the tables rather than the mean 
ranks. This representation of the results will be utilised throughout this study. 
 
 
Table 4. Children with High and Low Academic Self-Concept and Their Contentment Level with School 
Activities. 
Activity Math Language Reading Project Library Art Music PE Recess RE 
H Academic SC 
M 
SD 
 
6.50 
2.62 
 
6.58 
1.49 
 
7.97 
2.28 
 
7.17 
2.48 
 
8.09 
1.88 
 
8.91 
1.57 
 
8.57 
1.97 
 
8.85 
1.52 
 
9.38 
1.11 
 
4.75 
2.49 
L Academic SC 
M 
SD 
 
3.85 
3.16 
 
5.58 
2.91 
 
7.50 
2.04 
 
5.56 
2.43 
 
6.14 
2.82 
 
8.75 
1.69 
 
7.14 
2.25 
 
8.85 
1.65 
 
9.42 
1.09 
 
3.33 
2.58 
Z 2.38* 0.79 0.72 1.62 2.16* 0.24 1.23 1.35 0.12 1.13 
Note. *p <  .05.   **p <  .01. 
 
Table 5 demonstrates the contentment levels of interviewed children with different levels of physical ability 
self-concept. It would appear that children’s contentment levels were similar when engaged in most school 
subjects except two, regardless of the levels of their self-concept in physical ability. However, it is interesting to 
note that the high physical ability self-concept children had a significantly higher level of contentment while 
involved in school physical education and sport than their low counterparts, but a significantly lower 
contentment level in reading. Again, the reasons were mostly based on likes and dislikes.  
 
Table 5.  Children with High and Low Physical Ability Self-Concept and Their Contentment Level with School 
Activities. 
Activity Math Language Reading Project Library Art Music PE Recess RE 
H Phys SC  
M 
SD 
 
5.63 
3.23 
 
6.33 
2.48 
 
6.53 
2.17 
 
6.82 
2.52 
 
7.50 
2.50 
 
8.75 
1.31 
 
7.14 
2.25 
 
9.50 
1.04 
 
9.21 
1.18 
 
3.33 
2.17 
L Phys SC 
M 
SD 
 
5.29 
3.05 
 
6.02 
1.99 
 
9.04 
1.27 
 
6.34 
2.63 
 
7.17 
2.48 
 
8.91 
1.82 
 
8.57 
1.97 
 
8.38 
1.76 
 
9.56 
0.98 
 
5.36 
2.67 
Z 0.19 0.43 3.12** 0.22 0.46 0.65 1.23 1.99* 0.90  1.71 
Note.  *p <  .05.   **p <  .01. 
 
 
 
When gender was considered (Refer to figure 2) it would appear that male and female pupils had very 
similar levels of contentment towards different school subjects. However, the girls had slightly higher average 
scores, but not significant, in the subjects of mathematics, language, reading and art than the boys. The boys 
were slightly higher in music, physical education and sports, however not significant.   
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Figure 2.  Gender differences in contentment levels in relation to school activities. 
 
2. Children's Perceptions of the Importance of School Subjects 
 
During the interviews the children were asked their perceptions of the level of importance of their different 
school activities. Figure 3 and Table 6 show the average scores of children's perceptions in relation to the 
importance of different school activities. Unlike the contentment levels of the same activities, where the 
differences were noticeable, the children had very similar perceptions towards the importance of most school 
activities. The line drawn in Figure 6 was almost flat, except for the down points in library and religion. This 
may reflect the value the children attached to their schooling and specific subjects, regardless of their likes and 
dislikes.   
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Figure 3.  Children's perceptions of the importance of school activities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 6.  Children's Perceptions of the Importance of Different School Activities. 
Activity Math Language Read Project Library Art Music PE Recess RE 
Very important 
(10) 
13 
39.4% 
9 
27.3% 
9 
37.5% 
7 
29.2% 
4 
14.3% 
8 
33.3% 
3 
21.4% 
9 
28.1% 
12 
36.4% 
4 
25.0% 
Important 
(7.5) 
15 
45.5% 
16 
48.5% 
10 
41.7% 
13 
54.2% 
12 
42.9% 
13 
48.1% 
7 
50.0% 
18 
56.3% 
14 
42.4% 
5 
31.3% 
Average  
(5) 
3 
9.1% 
6 
18.2% 
5 
20.8% 
2 
8.3% 
7 
25.0% 
3 
11.1% 
3 
21.4% 
3 
9.4% 
4 
12.1% 
4 
25.0% 
Not very 
important (2.5) 
2 
6.1% 
2 
6.1% 
0 1 
4.2% 
4 
14.3 
2 
7.4% 
1 
7.1% 
2 
6.3% 
3 
9.1% 
1 
6.3% 
Unimportant  
(0) 
0 
 
0 
 
0 1 
4.2% 
1 
3.0% 
0 0 0 0 2 
12.5% 
N 33 33 24 24 28 27 14 32 32 16 
M 7.96 7.42 7.92 7.50 6.25 7.69 7.14 7.66 7.65 6.25 
 
The children believed the most important school subject was art with an average score of 7.96, followed by 
mathematics (7.95), reading (7.92), music (7.86), Physical education (7.66), recess (7.65), project (7.5) and 
language (7.42). 
The perception of importance of art as a school subject was based on learning and needs. Thus art was 
found to be important "because we need to learn how to do arts things." Two boys with low total and academic 
self-concepts commented that it was important "because we learn to build stuff and make stuff" and found it was 
the creation of "good stuff". The children with high total and academic self-concept children scored slightly 
higher than their low counterparts with a score of 8.21 and 8.33 respectively in art as compared to their low 
counterparts 7.12 and 6.88; however the differences were not significant (Refer to Tables 7 and 8) 
 
Table 7.  The Level of Importance of School Activities as Perceived by Children with High and Low Levels of 
Total Self-concept.  
Activity Math Language Reading Project Library Art Music PE Recess RE 
H Total SC 
M 
SD 
 
8.47 
1.75 
 
7.78 
1.90 
 
8.65 
1.65 
 
8.21 
1.53 
 
6.83 
2.40 
 
8.21 
1.82 
 
7.86 
1.73 
 
8.24 
1.47 
 
8.06 
2.20 
 
6.00 
3.16 
L Total SC 
M 
SD 
 
7.33 
2.40 
 
7.00 
2.35 
 
7.05 
1.88 
 
6.50 
3.16 
 
5.58 
2.73 
 
7.12 
2.47 
 
6.43 
2.44 
 
7.00 
2.35 
 
7.17 
2.48 
 
6.67 
3.76 
Z 1.42 0.86 2.05* 1.39 1.24 1.16 1.17 1.54 1.10 0.56 
Note. *p < .05.  **p < .01. 
 
 
Table 8. The Level of Importance of School Activities as Perceived by Children with High and Low Levels of 
Academic Self-concept.  
Activity Math Language Reading Project Library Art Music PE Recess RE 
H Academic SC 
M 
SD 
 
8.50 
1.70 
 
7.88 
1.86 
 
8.50 
1.84 
 
8.17 
1.48 
 
6.91 
2.26 
 
8.33 
1.81 
 
7.86 
1.73 
 
8.15 
1.41 
 
7.88 
2.19 
 
6.00 
3.16 
L Academic SC 
M 
SD 
 
7.11 
2.47 
 
6.73 
2.37 
 
6.94 
1.67 
 
6.39 
3.33 
 
5.23 
2.84 
 
6.88 
2.41 
 
6.43 
2.44 
 
6.92 
2.53 
 
7.31 
2.59 
 
6.67 
3.76 
Z 1.68 1.33 1.99 1.32 1.66 1.64 1.17 1.40 0.57 -0.56 
Note. *p <  .05.   **p <  .01. 
 
Children held a perception that mathematics is one of the most important school subjects. The interview 
results show four major reasons articulated by the children. Firstly, the educational value of mathematics: 
learning was perceived by both high and low total self-concept children (24.2%, eight children) "Because all 
children should have a proper education", "Because you get an education".  Secondly, seven children (21.2%) 
considered their future career. A girl with high total and academic self-concepts provided a rather graphic 
description of her reason "because if you don't do mathematics you wouldn't know any mathematics things. If 
you get a job in a shop you might have to add up things. If there is no calculator or anything, you wouldn't know 
what it adds up, you wouldn't know if it was more or less and you wouldn't get paid the right amount."  A more 
 
 
ambitious comment came from another girl who had high total and academic self-concepts, "Because if you 
want to be something important like a doctor or a lawyer you have to be able to do mathematics and stuff."  
Thirdly, eight children (24.2%) gave "need" as an explicit reason "because you need mathematics nearly 
everyday of your life", "If you didn't know how to do mathematics, if you go into a shop I might say that's more 
than it is or they might give you the wrong amount of money."  Fourthly, one girl gave an intrinsic reason. 
"Because I like it."  
Children with different levels of total and academic self-concept overall held similar views about the 
importance of mathematics (Refer to Tables 7 and 8). For mathematics, the low total self-concept children 
scored 7.33, the high total self-concept children scored 8.47. However, no statistically significant difference 
existed between the two groups. Two children from the low self-concept group saw the mathematics as "not very 
important" because "it's boring" and "too hard", hence contributed to a lower average score of the children with 
low total self-concept. Three other children, including two high self-concept children, saw mathematics as of 
only "average" importance because "I don't really like doing it."  "We do hard things". The rest of the children 
all considered mathematics as "important" or "very important" because of the educational value, future careers 
and everyday needs.   
As for the academic subjects reading and projects, most children (79.2% in reading, 83.4% in project) 
considered them to be "very important" or "important". Similar reasons such as learning, need and liking or 
being good at it were given. However, a bigger gap existed between high and low total self-concept children’s 
opinion about the importance of these two subjects. All the children except one with high total and academic 
self-concepts believed that reading was "very important" or "important", 63.6% of whom ranked it as "very 
important". However, 36.4% of the low self-concept children considered reading as of only average and only 
two thought of it as "very important". Therefore, a statistically significant difference existed between high and 
low self-concept of children's perceptions. Although there was no significant difference statistically between 
these two groups of children with regards to projects, a gap in their opinion was apparent. The children with high 
total and academic self-concept children scored an average of 8.21 and 8.17 respectively, and their low 
counterparts 6.50 and 6.39 (Refer to Tables 7 and 8). Reasons for considering reading and project as "average" 
or "not very important" were similar to the reasons given in mathematics, lacking intrinsic motivation: "I don't 
like it." "It's boring". 
The reasons for perceiving language as "very important" or "important" fell into the same four categories in 
mathematics. One girl directly linked it with mathematics "important, the same as mathematics for education 
again". Another thought about her future "because you need to learn how to write properly when you are older."  
Two boys also saw the practical "need" of learning language "Because if you couldn't write you wouldn't be able 
to read or anything."  "Because language is how you write and it helps you, really helps you to talk because it 
tells you, you find out what every word means you may not know."  
When the perceptions of children at different levels of total self-concept towards the importance of learning 
the English language were considered, there was no statistically significant difference. Children with low total 
self-concept children scored 7.00, their high counterparts scored 7.78 (Refer to Table 7). Children with low 
academic self-concept children scored 6.73, their high counterparts scored 7.88 - a slightly larger gap (Refer to 
Table 8). Two children from the low total self-concept group again saw language as "not very important" 
because "it's boring" and "too hard". For similar reasons five children, four of whom were high total self-
concept, judged language as of average importance based on similar reasons to mathematics “because I don't 
really like doing it”.  The rest of the children all considered language as "important" or "very important", again 
based on the educational value, future careers and everyday needs. 
The importance of library as a subject was perceived in a similar manner based on learning and needs. 
Library was found to be important "because you need to know how to read and we can borrow books." Children 
with a high total self-concept scored slightly higher than their low counterparts with a score of 6.83 as compared 
to their low counterparts 5.58; however the difference was not significant (Refer to Table 7). In a similar 
manner, children who had a high academic self-concept outscored their low counterparts (Refer to Table 8). 
Reasons for viewing library as of "average" or "not very important" appeared dominated by six out of eight 
children from one school. Their main reason was "We don't learn much in the library," other reasons given were 
"I don't like it" or "not good at it". In that particular school, it is possible the teacher in the library may have 
contributed to a lack of appreciation on the part of the children involved. 
 
 
The children’s perceived importance of physical education and sports is similar to and slightly lower than 
some school subjects such as mathematics, reading and art. The reasons why they considered physical education 
and sports as "important" or "very important" fell into the following six categories:  
Category one, as put forward by 37% of the children, saw physical education and sports as having learning 
value.  According to one girl "It's educational; like you need the exercises, and if you want to be a famous sports 
player you need to learn how to do it."  Another girl held a similar opinion "Very important, because I wouldn't 
be able to learn the different sports like playing tennis.  If I don't do it I won't be a tennis player when I grow up, 
because I don't know anything about it." The "learning how" was apparently as important to these children as the 
doing.  
The second category of reasons as expressed by 29.6% of the children stressed the importance of keeping fit 
and healthy.  Four children from one school claimed categorically "Keeps you fit."  When asked how they knew 
this, they referred to "We get told" but failed to remember who told them. Three girls from another school went a 
step beyond mere fitness, "because you have to keep healthy."  
The third category of reasons saw the importance of physical education in its recreational function. One 
child saw the balance between work and play: "We might have to do too much work actually and we might have 
a little rest and have a play", a thought echoed by another girl "Just have a bit of fun at school."  
The social aspect of physical education and sport was also expressed "You can get along with all your 
mates, your teammates"; "you are talking to friends and playing a game, that's like important, in a way" and 
"very important because you will find new friends by doing sports sometimes." 
Two children went into personal development and self-satisfaction areas. One girl considered physical 
education and sport as important "because you have a good personality with sports." One boy expressed his 
reason as "I feel good when I am running around and running in races. I feel like when I win some races or do 
good in the sport I get a pat on the back for that and I feel really good then." 
Finally, two boys with low total self-concept were of the opinion that physical education and sports had 
their intrinsic reward factor "Because it's good "and "I like it". 
It would appear that the children with low total and academic self-concept valued physical education and 
sports as less important, though not significantly so, in comparison to their high self-concept counterparts (Refer 
to Tables 7 and 8).  They scored 7.00 and 6.92 respectively as compared to 8.24 and 8.15 for the children with 
high total and academic self-concepts.  
Recess time was considered by most children as "very important" or "important".  The reasons varied, most 
children thought it was important because they needed a break from schoolwork. Some emphasized the social 
importance of meeting friends. Others valued the aspect of freedom "Because you get to do your own things and 
you don't have to get told what to do. I like teachers that tell you what to do in class but then when you are out of 
class you can do whatever you like." 
When calculating the interview results according to children’s physical ability self-concept level, it 
appeared that children with different levels of physical ability self-concept perceived the importance of most 
school subjects similarly except for music (Refer to Table 9). Children with high physical ability self-concept 
believed music to be less important, with an average of 5.71, than their low counterparts scored an average of 
8.57, a statistically significant difference.    
 
Table 9.  The Level of Importance of School Activities as Perceived by Children with High and Low Levels of 
Physical Ability Self-Concept. 
Activity Math Language Reading Project Library Art Music PE Recess RE 
H Phys SC 
M 
SD 
 
7.97 
2.28 
 
7.50 
2.24 
 
7.92 
2.09 
 
7.96 
1.51 
 
5.96 
2.98 
 
7.29 
1.98 
 
5.71 
1.89 
 
8.33 
1.22 
 
7.34 
2.32 
 
5.83 
3.95 
L Phys SC 
M 
SD 
 
7.94 
2.02 
 
7.35 
2.07 
 
7.92 
1.79 
 
7.12 
3.04 
 
6.50 
2.28 
 
8.00 
2.35 
 
8.57 
1.34 
 
7.06 
2.38 
 
7.94 
2.38 
 
6.79 
2.39 
Z 0.18 0.25 0.06 0.38 0.39 1.08 2.55* 1.58 0.85 0.38 
Note.  *p < .05.  **p < .01. 
 
 
 
 
 
When gender was considered (refer to figure 4) it would appear that male and female pupils had similar 
perceptions regarding the importance of different school subjects, except for religious education. The boys 
believed religious education was more important than what the girls perceived. This was a statistically 
significant difference.  
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Figure 4.  Gender differences in perception of importance in school activities. 
 
Discussion 
 
1. Children’s Reflections on Their Level of Contentment During Involvement in School 
 
The results of this qualitative study appear to demonstrate that intrinsic reward, that is fun, enjoyment and 
satisfaction of curiosity, is the fundamental reason for children's contentment towards their school activities. 
According to Ryan and Deci (2000), when a person is intrinsically motivated, he or she is moved to act for fun 
or challenge. Csikszentmihalyi's flow research (1992) demonstrates that optimal experience appears at the 
boundary between anxiety and boredom. When the challenges exceeded the children's skills, described as "too 
hard" by the children in this study, it indicated that challenge was too high and anxiety was the consequence. 
One the other hand, when children labelled the activity as “too easy” or “boring”, it expressed the challenge as 
being too little and the children's skills exceeded the challenges, their curiosity was not satisfied and boredom 
resulted. "I enjoy it" was the response indicating a high level of contentment and optimal experiences while 
involved in many of the school activities. According to the qualitative results of this study the children’s 
contentment was based on their intrinsic motivation towards the activities. It applied to all school activities, 
without exception. Hence, this study suggests that school subjects have to be based on suitable challenges 
according to children's skills especially where academic subjects are concerned if the desired effect is to be 
achieved. 
Physical education and sports as a school subject provided a very high level of contentment as compared to 
most other school subjects because of the intrinsic rewards - fun and enjoyment. According to Csikszentmihalyi 
(1993), physical activities contain natural elements of flow. These activities have concrete goals and rules, 
provide immediate feedback, possess intrinsic rewards and make concentration possible. The outcome of this 
research supports Csikszentmihalyi's findings and suggests that school physical education and school sports 
produce more optimal experiences than most other school subjects. It may well require some innovative thinking 
to inject the core elements of flow-like activities into some of the more traditional school subjects. Should this 
occur, children may be more intrinsically motivated with improved education outcomes. Perhaps there are 
lessons to be learnt from physical education. 
School recess was also perceived by children to be at the highest contentment level. The interviews 
demonstrate that this was again a result of intrinsic motivation. Based on Self-Determination theory (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000) the motivation for this appeared to be due to the “free” element rather than competence. Free choice 
and a sense of autonomy are self-determined and can facilitate intrinsic motivation towards the recess activities.      
 
 
Results also indicated that children with high total and academic self-concept experienced higher levels of 
contentment in many school subjects, significantly higher in two particularly demanding subjects, than their low 
self-concept counterparts. This finding provides insight into further understanding the outcomes of some 
previous studies. For example, why students’ self-concept significantly affected their interest in mathematics and 
school achievement (Marsh, Ulrich, Oliver, Olaf & Jurgen, 2005), and why students who have positive self-
concepts are more likely to be task-persistent, take school work more seriously, are able to work more 
independently, have a higher degree curiosity, prefer challenging work and have had few school failures than 
their low self-concept counterparts (Hamachek, 1995). It would appear that the challenges in the school 
academic subjects were more suitable to children with high total and academic self-concepts. This study revealed 
that whenever the challenges presented to the children in their academic work, for example in mathematics, 
projects and language, were greater than the ability of the children, the result was a lower level of contentment.  
The high physical ability self-concept children appeared to enjoy school physical education and sports more 
than their low counterparts. The children with higher ability and perception, according to Csikszentmihalyi's 
flow theory, may cope better with the challenges derived from the activity, have better control and obtain more 
positive feedback than their counterparts. This suggests that suitable challenges for children at different levels of 
physical ability self-concept is an important factor in contributing to equal enjoyment for all children involved. 
This study found that high physical ability self-concept children had a significantly higher level of 
contentment while involved in school physical education and sport than their low counterparts, but a 
significantly lower contentment level in reading. The reasons were mostly based on likes and dislikes.  This 
finding is partially consistent with Jiang, Prosser and Hawkins’ (2004) quantitative research results. In that 
research, the children who participated in extra curriculum activities had a significant higher level of physical 
ability self-concept. However, the level of these children’s reading self-concept had a negative connection with 
their sports participation level and hours. A picture appears to have emerged that children with high physical 
ability self-concept and who spent considerable time playing sport did not enjoy reading as much as their low 
counterparts. 
When gender differences were considered, it would appear there was little difference in male and female 
children’s perceived contentment levels towards their mathematics, language and other school subjects. Actually 
the girls appear to be slightly happier than the boys in mathematics, language, reading, library and art. The boys 
slightly outscored the girls in music, physical education and sport.  
These results have shed a different light from past research. Studies in the past have consistently revealed 
that mathematics self-concept appears to favour boys and verbal self-concept tends to favour girls (Skaalvik & 
Skaalvik, 2004; Watt, 2000). There has been gender stereotypes recognized (Eccles, 1987). However, due 
perhaps to sample selection in this research - almost an equal number of high and low total and academic self-
concept children from both boys and girls - the contentment levels towards all school subjects were similar 
regardless of gender. Both boys and girls enjoy school mathematics and other subjects equally when their self-
concept is at the same level. The finding that girls had a slightly higher contentment level than boys in 
mathematics, language, reading, library and art may be a result of more girls having a higher level of self-
concept than the boys selected for their interview, 10 girls verses 8 boys. Based on this research there is little 
difference between genders regarding their levels of enjoyment in almost all school subjects if their self-concept 
level is similar. The gender stereotypes appear to affect children with different genders when their self-concept is 
not controlled. This interpretation is consistent with Skaalvik & Skaalvik’s (2004) finding that there were no 
gender differences in intrinsic motivation for mathematics when the impact of self-concept was controlled.  
  
2. Children's Perceptions of the Importance of School Subjects 
 
Overall most children valued their school subjects. They judged the level of importance of school subjects 
according to their educational, health or pragmatic value, both present and future. They were well aware of the 
educational value of schooling. It would appear that these values have been internalized and integrated into 
children’s worldviews. However, the level of importance was greatly reduced in some children's eyes when the 
subjects carried little or not enough intrinsic reward. This lack of intrinsic reward was translated into “too hard”, 
“too boring”, “not much to learn”, dislike or lack of ability to accomplish. Children with very low self-concept 
(scored under 20) valued the importance of subjects according to their likes and dislikes. This group of children 
appeared to ignore the educational value of school subjects, especially with regard to their future. Their 
 
 
motivation for participating is focused on the activities' intrinsic reward rather than on external benefits derived. 
Thus this study provides an insight and further explanation for previous research such as Alves-Martins, M. 
Peixoto, M. Gouveia-Pereira, Amaral, V. & Pedro, I. (2002) and Watt (2000). In these studies it was found that 
students with low levels of academic achievement attribute less importance to school related areas. Alves-
Martins, et al (2002) attributed this phenomenon to a tendency to protect their self-esteem. However the key 
reason according to children’s descriptions appears to lie mainly with the lack of intrinsic reward and suitable 
challenges in the school subjects on the part of low self-concept children. The high challenges that exceed 
children’s ability produce anxiety and feelings of lack of control. There was a very low level of internalization 
and integration regarding the importance of school subjects by children with very low total and academic self-
concepts. They did not feel that involvement in such school subjects as mathematics and project would provide 
them with support for their needs for competence, relatedness and autonomy that are vitally important for 
motivation according to Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Thus they need to protect their self-
esteem via placing low importance to academic subjects as interpreted by Alves-Martins, et al (2002).   
It was interesting to note that although school physical education and sports scored the highest level of 
contentment among all school subjects, its level of importance was not nearly as high. Well over 30% of the 
children valued mathematics, reading, art and recess as very important. When it came to physical education, only 
28.1% considered it as very important. Academic subjects were perceived to be very important largely because 
of their relation to everyday needs and a future career. Very few children considered this to be the case with 
physical education. The study indicates that children's evaluation of the importance of their school subjects 
appeared to have been influenced by adults and society in preference to their own level of enjoyment of such 
subjects. For example, "My mum told me" or "We are told". Wylie (1979) believed that children's perceptions 
towards themselves and the world mainly or entirely depended on significant others who would convey their 
values to children and would differentially reinforce the children's behaviour in accordance with this system. 
Clearly these children’s perceptions did not originate with the children but rather reflect the values of our 
society, especially those of parents and educators. 
 
Conclusions 
 
This research has revealed insights regarding children’s perceptions towards their school activities and the 
reasons behind them. It provides an in-depth understanding as to why children with different levels of self-
concept favoured or disliked certain school subjects, their motivations and their notion of importance. For 
children aged 11 and 12, their interest and enjoyment in school activities are derived mainly from the intrinsic 
rewards of the activities and the presence of their intrinsic motivation. However, societal values regarding the 
importance of education, in particular in relation to certain school subjects, have been internalised and integrated 
into children’s value system and consequently influenced their views.  
The children with higher levels of total and academic self-concept had higher levels of intrinsic motivation 
when involved in more demanding school subjects such as mathematics and project than their lower 
counterparts. This research suggests that innovative teaching and learning approaches are required to provide 
suitable challenges. Intrinsic rewards to appeal to children’s intrinsic motivation, particularly for the children 
who have a low level of self-concept, need to be considered. Flow-like experiences occurred frequently for 
children in school physical education and sports as well as in art and music, however, less frequently in other 
school subjects. In the design of teaching and learning of school subjects, teachers may need to consider the 
provision of flow-like learning experiences. For example, combining physical activity or music or art activities 
with mathematics, language and projects may well intrinsically motivate children in their learning. 
One of the limitations of this research was the lack of information regarding the interviewees’ school 
achievement in relation to their domain self-concept. Future research bridging this gap is suggested. It may 
provide further insight into children’s perception toward themselves and school activities, which can be related 
to not only their self-concept but also their school achievement. For future research a larger sample of 
interviewees is also suggested to enable a more powerful unification between quantitative generalisation and 
qualitative insights.  
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Appendix 1. Structured role playing interview regarding the levels of happiness and importance in a child’s 
typical day 
  
